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WH  RANCH  COMPANY  CONSERVATION  EASEMENT 


o  ENVIRONMENTAL  ASSESSMENT  &  MAN  A  GEMENT  PLAN 


o  SOCIO-ECONOMIC  ASSESSMENT 


STATE  DCCUMC^TS  COLLECTION 

MAY  1 6  1897 

WONTANA  STATE  LIBRARY 

1515  E.  6th  AVE. 
HELENA,  MONTANA  59520 


Elk  Utilizing  WH  Ranch  Co.  lands  as  winter  range,  December  1995. 
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1400  So.  19th 

Bozeman.  VIT  59715  July  15.  1996 

TO:        Governor's  Office.  Glenn  Marx.  Room  204.  State  Capitol,  P.O.200801,  Helena,  MT  59620-0801 
Environmental  Quality  Council.  Capitol  Building,  Room  106,  P.O  Box  201704,  Helena,  MT  59620 
Dept.  En\TTonmental  Qualitv'.  Metcalf  Building.  P  O.  Box  200901.  Helena,  MT  59620-0901 
Montana  Fish.  Wildlife  &  Parks 

Director's  Office 

Parks  Division 

Fishenes  Division 

Wildlife  Division 

Lands  Section 

Design  &  Construction  Bureau 

Legal  Unit 
FW?  Commissioners 

Dennis  Flath 
MT  Histoncal  Societv'.  State  Histonc  Preseuation  Office.  POB  201202  Helena.  MT  59620-1202 
MT  State  Parks  Associanon,  P  O.  Box  699.  Bilhngs.  NIT  59103 
MT  State  Library.  1515  E.  Sixth  Ave..  POB  201800.  Helena  MT  59620 
James  Jensen.  Montana  Environmental  Information  Center,  POB  1 184,  Helena,  MT  59624 
Janet  Elhs.  Montana  Audubon  Council.  POB  595,  Helena,  MT  59624 
George  Ochenski.  POB  689,  Helena,  .MT  59624 
.Anaconda  -  Deerlodge  County  Commissioners. 
Jerry  DiMarco.  P.O.  Box  1571,  Bozeman.  .MT  59771 
W'Udlife  Federation.  P.O.  Box  1 175.  Helena  MT  59624 
Wavne  Hurst  P  O  Box  728.  Libby.  .MT  59923 
Glen  Hockett  745  Doane  Road,  Bozeman,  MT  59715 

Ladies  and  Gentlemen: 

Montana  Fish  Wildhfe  &  Parks  is  proposing  to  purchase  a  conservanon  easement  on  approximately  1.600 
acres  of  the  WH  Ranch  near  .Anaconda  A  conservation  easement  was  offered  to  the  Department  bv  the  WTi 
Ranch  Co.  This  offer  reflects  the  desire  to  maintain  and  protect  ranching  hfestvles  and  agricultural  production 
while  enhancmg  wildhfe  habitats.  This  easement  would  keep  the  property  in  pnvate  ownership  with  it"s 
agricultural  base  while  preserving  important  wildhfe  habitats  in  perpetuity.  We  have  enclosed  an 
Environmental  Assessment  &  Management  Plan  and  Socio- Economic  .\ssessment  for  your  review  The 
comment  penod  for  this  proposal  begins  July  24,  19%  and  will  end  at  5:00  PM,  August  23,  1996.  .\n 
addressed  comment  sheet  is  enclosed  for  your  use. 
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Please  send  comments  to: 


Montana  Fish  Wildlife  &  Parks 
W  H  Ranch  Comments 
1820\leadowlarkLn. 
Butte,  MT  59701 


Sincerely, 

Stephen  L.  Lewis 
Regional  Supervisor 
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ENVTRONMENTAL  ASSESSMENT  &  MANAGEMENT  PLAN 
WH  RANCH  COMPANY 

Montana  Fish  Wildlife  &  Parks 

July  24,  1996 

DESCRIPTION  OF  PROPOSED  ACTION 

Overview  and  Purpose 

1  he  Montana  Fish  Wildhte  &  Parks  Commission  is  proposing  to  purchase  a 
Conservation  Easement  on  approximately  1,600  acres  owned  by  the  WH  Ranch  Co.  near 
Opportunity,  Anaconda-Deerlodge  Countv',  Montana  for  $315,000  (Figure  1  and  2). 

The  purpose  of  the  easement  is  to  protect  and  enhance  existing  wildlife,  tlshenes, 
recreation,  land  and  aesthetic  values  associated  with  the  property.  The  terms  of  the 
easement  will  prohibit  residential  subdivision  and  commercial  hunting.  The  easement 
will  maintain  public  hunting,  public  access  and  provide  for  establishment  of  a  rest 
rotation  grazing  system  designed  to  provide  improved  wildlife  habitat  while  meeting  the 
needs  of  WH  Ranch  Co.  to  operate  as  an  economic  ranch. 

Site  Description  and  Wildlife  Values 

WH  Ranch  Co.  lands  are  located  within  Montana  Fish  Wildlife  &  Parks  (FWP) 
administrative  elk  and  deer  Hunting  Distnct  341.  Portions  of  the  ranch  border  the 
northerly  boundary  of  FWP  administered  Mount  Haggin  Wildlife  Management  Area 
(MHWMA).  WH  Ranch  Co.  is  located  near  the  Continental  Divide  on  the  West  side  and 
includes  mountain  foothill,  meadow,  imgated  meadow,  and  npanan  land  forms  (Figure 
3).  Willow  Creek,  Railroad  Gulch  and  Mill  Creek  are  the  major  drainage's  flowing 
through  the  property.  A  County  road  passes  through  the  ranch  and  provides  important 
access  to  the  MHWMA(  Table  1). 
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Figure  1 .  Site  map  showing  location  of  WH  Ranch. 
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Figure  2.  Map  illustrating  land  ownership  of  WH  Ranch  and  lands  included 
in  the  proposed  easement. 
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Water  resources  provide  sprinu 
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WH  Ranch  Co  headquarters  and 
hay  meadows  are  not  included  in 
the  easement. 


Irrigated  meadow 


Location  of  proposed  parking 
lot  on  County  nght-of-\va\ 


State  School  Trust  section  leased 
by  WH  Ranch  in  background 


Figure  3  Major  land  forms,  plant  communities,  and  features  of  the  WH  Ranch. 


Table  1.  Legal  Description  of  Lands  Owned  by  VVH  Ranch  Co. 


Lands  Deeded  to  WH  Ranch  Co 


T4NR10W  S27  &  S28  portions  lying  South  of  the  Butte  Anaconda  &  Pacific  Railroad 
riuht-of  \va\. 


T4NR10W  S20  all.  less  railroad  rmht-of-wav 


T4NR10W  S19  East  one  half 


T4NR10W  S29  part  north  of  Butte  Anaconda  &  Pacific  Railroad 


T4NR10W  S16  ponion  West  of  the  Fairmont  Highway  (except  NENWNE) 


Landform  &  X'egetation 
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The  WH  Ranch  Co.  deeded  land  base  consists  of  730  acres  of  irrigated  meadow, 
and  1,033  acres  of  dr\'  land  pasture  and  about  30  acres  of  roads  buildings  and  farmstead 
area  (Table  2).  Within  the  dr\'  land  pasture  is  about  100  acres  of  Douglas  fir  in  varv'ing 
densities.  The  imgated  meadow  is  a  complex  of  native  and  introduced  herbaceous 
species  with  a  small  amount  of  native  willow  present.  The  irrigated  meadows  are 
occasionally  fertilized  and  portions  replanted  as  required  for  maintenance.  The  drv-  land 
pasture  type  is  a  complex  of  grassland  and  shrub  land  types  with  intersp>ersion  of  Douglas 
Fir  and  Jimiper.  The  predominate  shrub  is  antelope  bitterbrush.  Herbaceous  species  are  a 
mix  of  native  and  introduced  grasses  and  forbes.  Common  native  grasses  include  western 
vvheatgrass  and  bluebunch  wheatgrass.  Intermixed  within  the  dr\'  land  pasture  and 
irrigated  meadows  are  ripanan  t\p>es  consisting  of  willow  and  carex  communities.  Some 
aspen  and  cottonwood  is  also  interspersed  throughout  the  landscape. 


Table  2.  WH  Ranch  Co.  Deeded  Lands  by  Land  Form  Type  Expressed  by  Acreage 
and  Percent  of  Total. 

Land  Type 

Acreage                         %  of  Total 

Irrigated  Meadow 

730                                     40.7 

Drv  land  Pasture 

1.033 

57.6 

Douglas  Fir  within  the  Dry  land 
Pasture  Tv  pe 

100 

N/A 

Roads  Buildings  &  Farmstead  Area 

30 

1.6 

NOTE  Approximately  194  acres  of  buildings  and  hay  meadou  are  not  included  in  the  easement 
.Approximately  1.600  acres  are  included  in  the  easement 

Access 

The  Willow  Glen  Road  (a  CounW  right-of-way)  passes  through  the  center  of  the 
WH  Ranch.  In  addition  a  County  nght-of-way  from  the  Willow  Glen  Road  passes 
southerly  through  the  ranch  up  the  Willow  Creek  drainage  and  provides  essential  public 
access  to  the  MHWMA  This  road  up  Willow  Creek  passes  through  about  15  miles  of 
Wn  Ranch  Co.  lands.  Having  public  access  guaranteed  to  lands  adjacent  to  the  right-of- 
wav  will  solve  many  potential  public  access  related  management  problems.  On  some 
other  private  lands  in  the  area  with  similar  right-of-ways  conflicts  between  landowners 
and  recreationists  have  required  fencing  of  the  entire  right-of-ways  where  they  pass 
through  private  property.  Special  signing  explaining  the  public  is  not  allowed  to  use  the 
lands  adjacent  to  the  right-of-way  have  also  been  required.  Access  provided  by  this 
easement  eliminates  potential  problems  like  the  aforementioned  on  the  easement 
property. 


Water  Rights 

WH  Ranch  Co.  owns  water  rights  on  Mill  Creek  and  several  of  it's  tributaries 
including  Joiner  Creek,  Swamp  Creek,  Clear  Creek,  and  several  associated  springs  (2,455 
cubic  feet  per  second).  WH  Ranch  Co.  also  owns  water  rights  on  Willow  Creek.  FWP  is 
negotiating  a  lease  of  water  for  maintenance  of  fisheries  with  WH  Ranch  Co..  This  water 
supply  is  a  main  source  to  the  Mill-Willow  Bypass  and  supplies  water  to  the  FWP 
administered  Warm  Spnngs  WMA.  Water  leasing  will  be  negotiated  separately  from  the 
easement  (See  map  attached  in  Appendix). 


Wildlife  Values 

The  1,200  acres  lying  south  of  the  Willow  Glen  Road  is  very  intensively  used  elk 
and  deer  winter  range.  This  includes  all  land  types.  The  highest  density  of  big  game 
occurs  during  winter  (cover  photo),  but  50-75  elk  and  about  100  mule  deer  spend 
summer  months  in  the  immediate  area.  These  lands  and  the  640  acre  State  School 
Section  leased  by  WH  Ranch  Co.  are  adjacent  or  within  the  North  boundary  of 
MHWMA,  They  are  an  integral  part  of  a  complex  that  provides  winter  range  for  about 
700  elk  and  800  mule  deer  A  few  whitetail  deer  are  also  present.  Other  commonly 
occurring  big  game  animals  are  mountain  lion,  black  bear  and  moose. 

The  irrigated  meadow  type  provides  nesting,  brood  rearing  and  summer  habitat 
for  sand  hill  cranes  No  population  estimate  has  been  made  but  numbers  appear  to  be 
increasing.  In  addition  the  habitats  associated  with  this  diverse  land  form  provide  habitat 
for  ducks,  geese,  song  birds,  birds  of  prey,  small  mammals,  fur  bearing  animals,  and 
upland  game  birds.  Blue  grouse  and  ruffed  grouse  are  common  The  dry  land  pasture  type 
provides  nesting  habitat  for  blue  and  ruffed  grouse.  A  vanety  of  ducks  and  geese  are 


commonly  observed  dunng  spnng  and  summer.  These  waterfowl  are  likely  associated 
with  the  near  by  Warm  Spnngs  W^4A. 

No  threatened  or  endangered  species  have  been  observed  on  the  WH  Ranch  Co. 
lands. 

Easement  Stipulations: 

Following  is  a  summary  of  primary  conservation  easement  stipulations  which 
will  apply  to  WH  Ranch  Co.  deeded  lands.  The  impacts  of  the  terms  are  discussed  in 
detail  later  in  this  document. 

1.  No  Subdivision:  This  is  very  important  as  the  WH  Ranch  Co.  lands  are  the  largest 
block  of  private  land  that  has  not  been  subdivided  in  the  Willow  Creek  area.  The  trend 
has  been  for  people  to  purchase  large  subdivision  tracts,  then  tie  them  up  for  private 
recreational  use  and  deny  public  access  across  private  lands  to  the  MHWMA.  This 
proposed  action  will  not  eliminate  subdivision  problems  from  occumng  in  the  future  on 
adjacent  pnvate  lands,  but  will  protect  habitat  and  access  values  to  some  very  important 
lands  integrally  tied  to  the  MHWMA  and  associated  wildlife  and  recreational  values.  No 
additional  structures  or  buildings  may  be  constructed  within  the  easement  area. 

2.  Public  Access:  The  land  owner  agrees  to  provide  access  and  hunting  opportunity  for 
the  public.  The  lands  within  the  proposed  easement  are  currently  under  the  FWP  Block 
Management  Program  and  are  important  to  the  hunting  public.  Public  hunting  and  access 
would  be  guaranteed  in  perpetuity  and  continue  to  be  administered  within  the  FWP  Block 
Management  Program.  Public  access  for  hunting,  fishing,  and  other  outdoor  recreational 
use  will  be  guaranteed  within  the  terms  of  this  easement  (refer  to  Recreation  on  page  10 
of  this  document).  Currently  public  access  for  hunting,  fishing  and  sightseeing  are 
allowed  by  WH  Ranch  on  their  pnvate  lands.  Numbers  of  people  are  not  limited,  but 
motor  vehicle  travel  is  restricted  on  portions  of  the  ranch. 

3.  Provide  Public  Parking  Areas:  WH  Ranch  Co.  will  provide  two  established  public 
parking  areas  on  their  deeded  lands,  although  a  county  right-of-way  exists  to  Willow 
Creek.  To  protect  wintering  wildlife  a  winter  motor  vehicle  closure  is  needed.  In 
cooperation  with  Deerlodge  County  the  road  would  be  closed  during  winter  to  motorized 
traffic.  People  would  park  in  a  designated  parking  area  on  WH  Ranch  Co.  lands;  then 
access  public  lands  on  foot,  horseback,  or  with  skis.  Without  this  arrangement  it  may  be 
difficult  to  negotiate  a  winter  closure  with  the  County  as  other  landowners  are  not 
allowing  public  access  and  are  insisting  the  County  road  be  fenced  on  both  sides  where  it 
passes  through  their  property.  Another  parking  lot  will  be  provided  to  assist  the  public  in 
accessing  the  Railroad  Gulch  drainage  on  MHWMA.  WH  Ranch  will  provide  land  for  the 
parking  lots  and  FWP  will  provide  funds  for  any  necessary  development. 

4.  No  Commercial  Hunting:  No  commercial  activities  related  to  hunting  will  be  allowed 
on  lands  covered  bv  the  easement. 


5.  No  Commercial  Timber  Harvest:  WH  Ranch  Co.  can  harvest  post  and  pole  matenal 
for  ranch  use  but  no  commercial  timber  harvest  will  be  allowed. 

6.  Other  Commercial  .\ctivity:  No  other  commercial/industnal  uses  including  landfills, 
game  farms,  or  feedlots  are  allowed.  Mineral  development  of  those  nghts  owned  by  WH 
Ranch  is  prohibited. 


7.  Grazing  System:  Current  livestock  grazing  on  WH  Ranch  will  be  modified  under 
terms  of  the  easement  to  address  wildlife  values.  A  rest-rotation  grazing  system  will  be 
implemented  as  stipulated  by  the  easement  and  associated  management  plan.  The 
approach  will  be  to  design  a  grazing  system  that  incorporates  the  North  boundary  of 
MHWMA  with  the  deeded  lands  of  WH  Ranch  Co..  Since  the  conservation  easement 
cannot  be  tied  to  our  Department  WMA  a  "fall  back"  rest-rotation  grazing  system  just  for 
the  deeded  lands  will  also  be  stipulated  in  the  easement  terms.  The  "fall  back"  grazing 
system  will  automatically  be  required  should  the  landowner  no  longer  wish  to  panicipate 
in  the  coordinated  grazing  system  involving  MHWMA. 

Development  of  a  coordinated  grazing  plan  for  MHWMA  and  WH  Ranch  Co.  lands  is 
very  important  as  the  ownerships  currently  share  five  miles  of  common  boundary,  none 
of  which  is  fenced.  The  most  cost  efficient  way  to  provide  for  wildlife  habitat  is  to 
develop  a  cooperative  grazing  strategy  that  meets  both  Department  and  ranch  needs  and 
avoids  building  five  miles  of  boundary  fence  in  very  difficult  terrain.  I'he  management 
of  both  private  and  state-owned  big  game  winter  range  will  be  integrated  and  thus 
eliminate  many  potential  future  conflicts. 

Implementation  of  the  grazing  system  will  require  appro.ximately  two  miles  of  new 
fence  on  MHWMA  and  about  one  mile  of  new  electnc  fence  on  WH  Ranch  Co.  lands. 
Additional  boundary  fence  between  FWP  and  other  adjacent  landowners  must  be 
constructed.  This  additional  boundary  fence  is  necessary'  irrespective  of  the  conservation 
easement. 

8.  Native  Vegetation:  Further  restrictions  limit  the  use  of  motor  vehicles  and  farming 
techniques  to  preserve  native  vegetation. 


LMPACTS  OF  THE  PROPOSED  ACTION 
Environmental  Impacts 


Range  condition  can  be  expected  to  improve  with  implementation  of  the 
improved  livestock  grazmg  system.  Dry'  land  pasture  is  generally  in  fair  to  poor  condition 
due  to  manv  vears  of  intensive  season  long  livestock  grazing  and  land  use  practices 
associated  with  the  Anaconda  smelter.  Since  closure  of  the  smelter  rangelands  appear  to 
be  improving  and  the  improved  grazing  system  will  facilitate  that  improvement. 

There  is  very  little  commercial  timber  within  the  approximately  100  acres  of 
Douglas  Fir.  Most  of  the  trees  present  are  only  suitable  for  post  and  pole  material. 
Timber  stands  \m11  be  managed  as  habitat  for  wildlife  and  as  a  supply  of  necessary  post 
and  pole  material  for  WH  Ranch  Co.. 

Close  coordination  required  by  the  improved  grazing  system  will  result  in 
improved  control  of  weeds  including  spotted  knapweed  and  leafy  spurge  on  both  FWP 
and  WH  Ranch  Co.  lands.  A  result  of  improved  livestock  grazing  management  will  be 
increased  vegetative  ground  cover  and  improved  vegetation  productivity. 

Any  increase  in  vegetation  and  reduction  in  soil  disturbance  resulting  from 
implementation  of  the  improved  grazing  system  will  reduce  soil  erosion  and  stream 
sediment  loads.  It  is  likely  that  water  quality  will  be  maintained  or  improve. 

Implementation  of  the  improved  rest-rotation  grazing  system  will  perpetuate  or 
enhance  current  soil  conditions.  This  would  occur  through  decreased  levels  of 
compaction/disturbance  and  increased  amounts  of  vegetation  cover. 

The  easement  terms  prohibiting  subdvision  and  industrial  development  conserve 
open  space  for  winter  range  as  well  as  year  round  habitat  for  many  of  Montana's  native 
wildlife  species.  Elk,  mule  deer,  bears,  and  lions  require  land  scapes  which  include  large 
areas  of  undeveloped  open  space. 

No  adverse  effects  are  expected  on  the  diversity  or  abundance  of  game  species, 
non  game  species  or  unique,  rare,  threatened  or  endangered  species. 

The  proposed  action  is  consistent  with  elk  plan  objectives  as  listed  for  the  Fleecer 
Elk  Management  Unit.  The  goal  as  stated  in  the  plan. .."Manage  the  elk  population  in  a 
healthy  condition  and  cooperate  in  the  management  of  elk  habitat  with  emphasis  on 
maintaining  a  diversity  of  elk  hunting  experiences." 


Social  and  Economic  Impacts 

1  he  proposed  action  maintains  the  opportunity  tor  public  recreation  on  the  WH 
Ranch  property.  1  his  action  will  help  maintain  the  economic  benefits  derived  from 
outdoor  recreation  in  the  area. 

The  specitlc  number  of  hunter  days  of  recreation,  fishing  recreation  and  other 
forms  of  recreation  are  not  available  for  the  property  itself 

The  rancher  would  realize  a  significant  financial  income  if  the  ranch  were  sold.  In 
all  likelihood,  the  ranch  would  not  be  operated  with  the  same  public  and  wildlife 
benefits.  Wildlife  habitat  could  be  degraded  through  subdivision  or  more  intensive 
grazing.  Public  recreational  opportunities  could  be  lost  through  total  closure  or  restncted 
through  leased  hunting  and  fishing. 

1  here  would  be  no  impact  with  the  productivity  or  profitability  of  the  ranch  nor 
conflicts  with  existing  land  uses  by  neighbonng  land  owners  in  the  area.  Game  damage 
problems  are  not  expected  to  increase  on  neighbonng  lands  because  the  proposed  action 
is  attempting  to  maintain  current  wildlife  numbers  (specifically  elk),  recreational 
opportunities,  and  habitat  quality,  fhe  proposed  action  is  designed  to  maintain 
agricultural  use.  game  populations,  and  public  recreational  use  at  current  levels  so 
increased  impacts  to  neighboring  landowners  are  not  expected. 

SI  MMARV  OF  BENEFITS 

Wildlife 

Fish  and  wildlife  habitat  will  benefit  from  the  Department  gaming  an  interest  in 
the  WH  Ranch  through  the  proposed  conservation  easement.  Year  round  habitat  for  elk, 
deer,  moose,  and  other  big  game  species  will  be  enhanced  as  a  result  of  this  easement. 
Spring  and  summer  waterfowl  habitat  will  be  maintained.  Upland  game  bird  habitat  will 
be  maintained  and  improved  as  a  result  of  an  improved  grazing  system.  Uplands,  ripanan 
and  watershed  will  improve  as  a  result  of  an  improved  grazing  system.  Fish  and  wildlife 
associated  with  ripanan  areas  will  benefit.  Wildlife  populations  will  be  maintained  or 
increased. 

Public  recreational  use  both  in  quantity  and  quality  will  be  maintained  due  to  the 
public  access  stipulations  of  the  easement.  Public  recreational  use  benefits  will  occur  on 
WH  Ranch  Co  and  MHWMA  as  a  result  of  the  easement. 

Management  of  wildlife  populations  and  habitat  on  MHWMA  will  benefit  as  a 
result  of  more  coordinated  management  between  the  Department  and  WH  Ranch 
implementation  of  the  improved  grazing  plan  will  facilitate  closer  coordination  between 
the  Department  and  WH  Ranch  in  control  of  the  noxious  weeds,  including  spotted 
knapweed  and  leafy  spurge  on  both  properties    1  his  coordination  will  continue  to 
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emphasize  application  of  good  grazing  management,  biological  controls,  and  use  of 
chemicals  as  means  of  controlling  weeds.  Control  of  weeds  on  MHWMA  will  continue  to 
follow  policy  outlined  in  the  Montana  Department  of  Fish  Wildlife  &  Parks-Region  3- 
A'oxious  Weed  Management  Plan.  January  1994. 


Recreation 

The  easement  specifies  that  public  recreation  will  be  maintained  at  least  at 
current  levels.  Public  access  will  include  access  for  a  minimum  of  4  huntmg  parties  daily 
with  no  more  than  3  hunters  per  party  from  September  1  to  the  end  of  the  general  big 
game  hunting  season  each  year.  The  landowner  can  allow  additional  hunting  parties  and 
hunting  parties  larger  than  3  hunters  at  his  discretion.  Hunters  will  be  allowed  to  hunt  big 
game  and  upland  bird  species  of  all  sex  and  age  classes. 

Social  and  Economic 

The  ranch  will  remain  in  agncultural  production  which  will  provide  stability  to 
both  the  local  economy  and  social  fabric  of  the  communm  The  aesthetics  and  wildlife 
values  of  the  ranch  will  be  maintained  which  protects  the  overall  value  of  the  ranch.  The 
economic  benefits  associated  with  the  local  fisher>'  and  wildlife  related  recreation  will  be 
maintained. 


ALTERNAXrVTS  TO  PROPOSED  ACTION 


Alternatives  to  the  proposed  action  are  presented  below  and  the  impacts  of  the  actions 
listed: 

1)  FWT  DOES  NOT  ENTER  INTO  AN  EASEMENT  VVrTH 
\VH  RANCH  CO. 

-  The  Department  does  not  gain  an  interest  in  lands  owned  by  WH  Ranch 
Co. 

-  Fish  and  wildlife  habitat  might  not  be  maintained  or  enhanced 

Potential  increased  grazing  pressure  by  livestock 
Potential  increased  subdivison 

-  There  would  be  no  restrictions  on  fee  or  leased  hunting  and  commitment 
to  public  access. 
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Leasing  would  close  the  area  to  general  public  hunting  and  make 
access  to  adjacent  public  lands  more  difficult 

Fee  hunting  would  restrict  hunter  numbers. 

-  Sale  of  the  ranch  may  result  in  reduced  or  eliminated  public  access  and 
increased  subdivision. 

-  The  option  to  pursue  a  permanent  easement  in  the  future  may  not  exist. 

-  The  $315,000  would  be  available  for  other  habitat  projects. 

2)  FWP  PIRCHASE  OF  THE  PROPERTY. 

-  The  WH  Ranch  is  not  for  sale. 

3)  FVVP  LEASE  THE  PROPERTY. 

-  The  WH  Ranch  does  not  wish  to  lease  the  Ranch  to  FWP. 

ENVIRONMENTAL  ASSESSMENT  CONCLUSION  SECTION 

t.  Is  an  EIS  required  ? 

No.  This  review  has  demonstrated  that  the  impacts  associated  with  this  easement  ( in 
combination  or  separately)  are  not  significantly  detrimental  and  are  instead  beneficial. 
The  result  of  the  proposed  action  is  a  positive  improvement  to  the  human  and  physical 
environment 

2.  Public  involvement. 

Purchase  of  this  easement  requires  public  comment  and  involvement  The  availability  of 
this  draft  EA  begins  the  formal  process  of  public  review  There  will  be  a  public  hearing 
at  7:00  PM  on  August  14,  1996  at  Fairmont  Resort.  The  public  comment  period  will 
run  from  July  24,  1996  through  August  23,  1996. 

Comments  will  be  incorporated  into  the  final  environmental  assessment  &  management 
plan,  and  socio-economic  assessment.  Please  use  the  comment  form  provided  as  the 
last  page  of  this  document.  These  finali/ed  documents  and  an  FWP  Decision  Notice  will 
be  released  to  the  public.  This  record  will  be  presented  to  the  Fish,  Wildlife  and  Parks 
Commission  for  review  and  approval  at  a  regularly  scheduled  meeting  The  Montana 
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Board  of  Land  Commissioners  must  consent  to  final  action  following  FWP  Commission 
action. 


3.  Prepared  by: 

Michael  R  Frisina 
Wildlife  Biologist,  FWP 
1 330  West  Gold 
Butte,  MT  59701 
(406)  782-2060 
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APPENDICES 


WH  Ranch  Co.  easement  lands  within  S)^T4NR10W 


ippendix  A.  Map  illustrating  the  land  ownership  pattern  adjacent  to  the  North  boundary 
of  Mount  Haggin  WMA. 
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Appendix  B  Map  illustrating  drainages  in  which  WIl  Ranch  hold  water  rights. 
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WH  RANCH 

CONSERVATION  EASEMENT 
SOCIO-ECONOMIC  ASSESSMENT 


MONTANA    FISH,     WILDLIFE    AND    PARKS 


Prepared  by: 
Rob   Brooks 


I.   INTRODUCTION 

House  Bill  526,  passed  by  the  1987  Legislature  (MCA  87-1-241  and 
MCA  87-1-242) ,  authorizes  the  Montana  Fish,  Wildlife  and  Parks 
(MFWP)  to  acquire  an  interest  in  land  for  the  purpose  of 
protecting  and  improving  wildlife  habitat.   These  acquisitions 
can  be  through  fee  title,  conservation  easements,  or  leasing.   In 
1989,  the  Montana  legislature  passed  House  Bill  720  requiring 
that  a  socioeconomic  assessment  be  completed  when  wildlife 
habitat  is  acquired  using  HB  526  monies.   These  assessments 
evaluate  the  significant  social  and  economic  impacts  of  the 
purchase  on  local  governments,  employment,  schools,  and  impacts 
on  local  businesses. 

This  socioeconomic  evaluation  addresses  the  purchase  of  a 
conservation  easement  on  property  presently  owned  by  the  WH  Ranch 
Company.   The  report  addresses  the  physical  and  institutional 
setting  as  well  as  the  social  and  economic  impacts  associated 
with  the  proposed  conservation  easement. 


II.  PHYSICAL  AND  INSTITUTIONAL  SETTING 

A.  Property  Description 

The  proposed  conservation  easement  is  located  near  the  town  of 
Opportunity,  MT .  in  Deerlodge  County.  This  easement  encompasses 
approximately  1600  acres.   A  detailed  legal  description  of  this 
proposed  easement  is  included  in  the  environmental  assessment 
(EA)  on  page  4 . 

B.  Habitat  and  Wildlife  Populations 

The  landform/vegetation  section  (page  4)  and  the  wildlife  values 
section  (page  5)  of  the  EA  provides  an  overview  of  the  habitats 
found  on  these  lands  as  well  as  the  wildlife  that  depend  on  this 
habitat  either  seasonally  or  on  a  year-round  basis. 

C.  Current  Use 

The  WH  Ranch  is  a  working  cattle  ranch.   They  currently  run  about 
700  head  of  cattle.   The  ranch  has  both  dryland  and  irrigated 
pasture.   The  WH  Ranch  lands  under  consideration  have  been 
enrolled  in  the  Block  Management  Program  which  provides  for 
hunter  access  on  private  land. 


D.  Management  Alternatives 

1)  Purchase  a  conservation  easement  on  the  property  by  MFWP 

2)  No  purchase 

Alternative  1,  the  purchase  of  a  conservation  easement  will 
provide  protection  for  the  native  plants  and  wildlife  habitat 
this  land  supports  while  maintaining  the  agricultural  nature  of 
the  property  as  well  as  protect  key  elk  and  mule  deer  winter 
range  in  Hunting  District  341.   In  addition  the  easement  will 
provide  for  continued  public  access  on  the  property  and  to  public 
lands  adjacent  to  this  property. 

Alternative  2,  the  no  purchase  option,  does  not  guarantee  the 
protection  of  these  resources  from  future  subdivision  development 
or  provide  guaranteed  public  access. 

MFWP  Purchase  of  Conservation  Easement 

The  intent  of  the  WH  Ranch  conservation  easement  is  to  protect 
and  enhance  the  wildlife  habitat  currently  found  on  the  property 
and  the  adjacent  Mt .  Haggin  Wildlife  Management  Area.   The  Deed 
of  Conservation  Easement  specifies  the  terms  of  the  agreement. 
The  major  points  presented  here  may  affect  the  socioeconomic 
environment .  They  are : 

1)  No  subdivision 

2)  Commercial  use  of  land  and  resources  except  those  related 
to  agriculture  is  prohibited. 

3)  Game  farming  is  prohibited. 

,4)  Agricultural  activities  carried  out  in  a  manner  that 

does  not  damage  land  and  water  resources . 
5)  Harvest  of  timber  for  pole  material  for  ranch  use  only. 

See  Deed  of  Conservation  Easement  for  details  regarding  the 
terms . 

No  Purchase  Alternative 

This  alternative  requires  some  assumptions  since  management  of 
the  property  will  vary  depending  on  what  the  current  owners 
decide  to  do  with  the  property  if  MFWP  does  not  purchase  a 
conservation  easement. 

Subdivision  of  the  land  is  a  distinct  possibility  since  the  ranch 
is  the  last  big  block  of  private  land  in  Willow  Creek  that  has 
not  been  subdivided.   The  WH  Ranch  has  allowed  public  access  for 
hunting  through  the  Block  Management  Program.   However,  given  the 
numbers  and  variety  of  wildlife  that  utilize  the  property  the 
ability  to  charge  for  hunting  access  or  to  lease  the  hunting 
rights  appears  feasible  if  the  property  owners  so  desire.   Timber 
harvest  is  also  a  possibility. 


The  economic  impacts  of  the  no  purchase  alternative  have  not  been 
quantified  here.   As  stated  in  the  environmental  assessment, 
important  habitat  for  elk  and  mule  deer  as  well  as  a  wide  variety 
of  other  wildlife  would  not  receive  protection  from  future 
development . 


III.  SOCIAL  AND  ECONOMIC  IMPACTS 

Section  II  identified  the  management  alternatives  this  report 
addresses.   The  purchase  of  a  conservation  easement  will  provide 
long  term  protection  of  important  wildlife  habitat,  help  to 
preserve  the  open  space  characteristics  of  the  area  and  maintain 
a  key  winter  range  for  elk  and  mule  deer.   Section  III  quantifies 
the  social  and  economic  consequences  of  the  two  management 
alternatives  following  two  basic  accounting  stances:  financial 
and  local  area  impacts. 

Financial  impacts  address  the  cost  of  the  conservation  easement 
to  MFWP  and  discuss  the  impacts  on  tax  revenues  to  local 
government  agencies  including  impacts  to  schools. 

Expenditure  data  associated  with  the  use  of  the  property  provides 
information  for  analyzing  the  impacts  these  expenditures  have  on 
local  businesses  (i.e.  income  and  employment) . 

A.  Financial  Impacts 

The  financial  impacts  on  MFWP  are  related  to  the  purchase  price 
of  the  conservation  easement  and  maintenance/management  costs. 
The  WH  Ranch  conservation  easement  will  cost  MFWP  $315,000. 
Maintenance/management  costs  related  to  the  easement  are 
associated  building  1.5  miles  of  jack  leg  fence  on  the  Mt .  Haggin 
Wildlife  Management  Area  and  with  monitoring  the  property  to 
insure  the  easement  terms  are  being  followed.   These  costs  are 
unknown  at  this  time. 

The  financial  impacts  to  local  governments  are  the  potential 
changes  in  tax  revenues  resulting  from  the  purchase  of  the 
conservation  easement.   The  WH  Ranch  easement  will  leave  the  land 
in  private  ownership  and  will  not  alter  the  existing  uses  or 
level  of  use  on  the  land.   Property  taxes  assessed  on  the 
property  encumbered  with  a  conservation  easement  will  not  change 
from  their  current  valuation. 

B.  Economic  Impacts 

As  stated  earlier,  the  conservation  easement  will  not  affect  the 
ranching  activities  on  the  ranch.   Consequently,  the  level  of 
economic  activity  associated  with  the  WH  Ranch  on  local 


businesses  will  not  change. 


IV.   FINDINGS  AND  CONCLUSIONS 

As  noted  at  the  beginning  of  this  document,  the  WH  Ranch  is 
located  near  Opportunity,  Mt .  in  Deerlodge  County.   This  easement 
will  provide  protection  to  wildlife  habitat  and  continue  to 
maintain  public  recreation  oppportunities  and  access  on  this 
land . 

The  proposed  conservation  easement  will  not  reduce  the  tax 
revenues  of  local  government  entities  in  Deerlodge  County. 

The  economic  impacts  to  local  business  associated  with  this 
easement  purchase  are  negligible.   Existing  ranch  uses  will 
continue  at  their  current  levels  since  they  are  not  limited  by 
the  conservation  easement. 

The  purchase  of  a  conservation  easement  on  the  WH  Ranch  appears 
to  be  in  the  public  interest. 


COMMENT  SHEET 

\VH  RANCH  CO.  CONSER\ATION  EASEMENT 

The  comment  period  on  this  proposal  is  from  July  24,  1996  through  August  23,  1996. 
Comment  sheets  will  be  reviewed  by  the  Fish,  Wildlife  &  Parks  Commission. 

Mailing  Instructions:  Fold  where  indicated  with  return  address  showing,  staple  or  tape 
and  affix  stamp. 

Name:  


Address: 


City7State/Zip:_ 
Affiliation: 


Proponent: Opponent: Other: 


Please  submit  your  views,  arguments,  endorsements  in  the  following  space.  Attach 
additional  information  if  vou  wish. 


Place 

Stamp 

Here 


Montana  Fish  Wildlife  &  Parks 
WH  Ranch  Comments 
1820  Meadowlark  Lane 
Butte,  MT  59701 
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